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On March 21, Alejandro Serrano, president of the National Council of Universities, Nicaraguan
university education is on the brink of collapse, result of scarce funding, aggravated by the
substantial devaluation decreed March 4. According to Serrano, if state universities are closed,
"above 32,500 students, 3,000 administrative employees and teachers would be left in the street."
Serrano proposed a plebiscite to determine whether or not the universities should be closed. If
higher education is ignored, he said, it will simply be destroyed. At the beginning of the year, the
six public universities received a total budget of 35 million cordobas oro, equivalent to $35 million at
the time. The devaluation effectively cut the budget to $7 million. In order to alleviate the financial
crunch, President Violeta Barrios de Chamorro allocated 95 million cordobas oro to the universities
($18.2 million). University administrators say the amount is not enough, and are demanding 143.5
million cordobas oro ($28.7 million). Serrano, who also serves as rector at the National Autonomous
University of Nicaragua (UNAN), founded in 1812, said the funding allocated to the nation's
universities was ridiculous. Government officials have responded by pointing out that universities
account for 8.9% of the national government's overall budget, and no additional funds will be
authorized. In turn, Serrano said he appreciated the need for the anti-inflation policies implemented
on March 4, but that the government has forced the universities to the brink of collapse. According
to student leaders, devaluation of the cordoba oro by 500% has leveled university budgets. Students
organize regular demonstrations, demanding a "rectification" by the government. University staff
and professors complain about the 40% decline in purchasing power of their salaries since March 4.
According to statistics collected by the United Nations and other multilateral organizations, only 1%
of Nicaraguans have access to higher education. (Basic data from ACAN-EFE, 03/21/91)
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